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When it was decided to dedicate an issue 
to current archaeology research in Asia 
involving Australians I was a little unsure 
where this might lead. Defining archaeology 
was the first hurdle, as many of us work with 
archaeology departments in Asia, but we may 
not be archaeologists ourselves. 
Archaeology covers such a diverse range 
of activities, from the more usual field 
archaeology through to restoration of historic 
sites. Also, while Australians have been 
working for many years across the region, 
research is usually funding based and this 
is highlighted by a current concentration of 
funding for research in mainland Southeast 
Asia and China in particular – as reflected by 
the topics covered in this issue. Another factor 
that has influenced the direction of many of 
the articles is the more recent research focus 
on inter-regional exchange. Tracing exchanges 
along trade routes has brought academics 
from a wide range of disciplines together 
in research teams. This multi-disciplinary 
network has seen our knowledge of the broad 
Asia region expand dramatically as we are 
now appreciating the complex networks of 
human exchange of goods and ideas that 
have existed for millennia. 
The articles traverse broad themes. Mirani 
Litster is an archaeologist whose PhD focussed 
on the Maldives, tracing early evidence of 
human colonisation. Her research has led her 
to trace human movement via cowrie shell 
deposits, an early form of currency.  Her article 
outlines how this type of research enhances our 
understanding of regional interactions along 
monsoonal trade routes.  Just as cowrie shells 
can trace human movement across Asia, so 
do glass beads. Don Hein and Ross Ramsay’s 
article discusses a glass making furnace at 
Bagan, Myanmar, highlighting that glass bead 
making technology travelled widely, and 
arguing for Myanmar’s inclusion in debate 
about regional glass bead making traditions. 
Dougald O’Reilly and Louise Shewan are 
working on a major project in Laos at the 
Plain of Jars, and are investigating links 
between similar sites across the broad South 
and Southeast Asian region, using burial 
practices as a link. Reconsidering how we 
interpret large sites such as these is something 
that is at the forefront of research and Michael 
Leadbetter discusses how contemporary 
thinking is encouraging us to reconsider 
how we view sacred sites, using Angkor in 
Cambodia and the Thu Bon Valley in central 
Vietnam as examples. 
In developing countries in the region, 
collaborations are important for capacity 
building. Judith Cameron has worked with 
her Vietnamese counterparts for many years 
and is very familiar with the archaeological 
challenges in the region, some of which 
are brought to the fore as she discusses the 
recovery of a canoe and textiles from the 
bottom of a canal. These challenges inevitably 
extend into the cultural heritage sphere and 
Natali Pearson outlines some models for 
collaboration related to Vietnam’s maritime 
archaeology, particularly those involving 
public and private partnerships.
Myanmar features prominently in this 
issue. Wendy Reade and Mark Allon have 
authored papers about their involvement in 
the Kuthodaw Pagoda restoration project in 
Mandalay. This is an excellent example of inter-
disciplinary engagement. Wendy is both an 
archaeologist and conservator, and brought her 
skills to the restoration and conservation of the 
pagoda’s stone slabs that are inscribed with the 
Pali canon. Mark is well–known for his expert 
knowledge of Buddhist literature. His article 
explains the importance of translating the entire 
Pali canon as it appears in the Kuthodaw stelae, 
in the context of understanding the evolution of 
Buddhist thought. 
This type of collaboration is demonstrated by 
Tonia Eckfeld et al’s article on mural paintings 
from Tang Dynasty tombs. A wide range of 
disciplines has been brought together to study, 
preserve and undertake technical analysis of 
these paintings. Like Wendy and Mark, Tonia 
and her team have been working with local 
staff sharing knowledge and expertise. 
I will give the last word to archaeologist 
Bob Hudson. His article on the re-writing of 
contemporary history relating to a colossal 
Buddha image in Yangon, Myanmar, makes 
me think about how this object will be written 
about in 100 years’ time. Will it have lost its 
original narrative, and how will we know? 
Will this change in history be recorded in 
the written record or become the thing of 
legends? With my own research in Myanmar, 
I am always mindful that any of my findings 
will have elements of both fact and fiction. 
In this last TAASA Review for the year, 
TAASA would like to wish all of its 
members the very best for the holiday 
season and for 2017, when we hope to 
provide another year of interesting and 
enjoyable Asian art events.
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rom shipwrecks with ceramic hordes to 
naval battlefields, Vietnam’s underwater 
and maritime cultural heritage is significant 
and abundant. Until recently, Government 
approved underwater excavations were 
conducted by the state-owned Vietnamese 
Salvage Corporation (Visal) and Vietnamese 
archaeologists, often working with commercial 
excavation companies. Maritime archaeology 
was only formalised at an institutional 
level in 2013 with the establishment of the 
Underwater Archaeology Department under 
the leadership of Dr Lê Thi Liên. A year later, 
Vietnam’s first maritime archaeologist bui 
Van Hieu obtained his PADI Open Water 
SCUbA diving qualification. 
Institutionalising maritime archaeology 
The new Department – recently upgraded 
to a Centre of Underwater Archaeology – is 
housed within the Institute of Archaeology 
(IA), and at present has limited staffing and 
funding. With the upgrade, the Vietnamese 
government has committed to funding 
extra equipment for the new Centre, whose 
mandate includes surveying and excavating 
underwater and maritime cultural heritage, 
an ambitious undertaking given Vietnam’s 
3,500 kilometre coastline. Additionally, it is 
responsible for researching and publishing 
on Vietnam’s maritime history and seaborne 
trade connections. 
In keeping with the 2001 UNESCO Convention 
on the Protection of the Underwater Cultural 
Heritage, training, cooperation and capacity 
building activities are also a priority. The 
Department’s international outlook reflects 
the importance of bilateral and multilateral 
partnerships in the development of maritime 
archaeology as a discipline and practice in 
Vietnam. Australian institutions and, more 
often, individuals, have played a significant 
role in such partnerships. Two examples 
involving co-operation between Government 
and private interests are outlined in this article.
Private Australian investment
An example of private Australian-supported 
maritime excavation in Vietnam was the 
recovery of objects from the Binh Thuan 
shipwreck, found in 2001 about 40 nautical 
miles off the coast of south Vietnam. 
The Binh Thuan was a Chinese vessel dating to 
the early 1600s, and its cargo included the first 
full consignment of Zhangzhou porcelain ever 
found. Discovered after nets belonging to local 
fishermen became tangled in its wreckage, 
local fishermen began removing objects from 
the wreck and quietly selling them to local 
and international antique dealers. Authorities 
soon arrested the fishermen for this breach in 
law and deployed Visal to assess the site. 
After a year of indecision, during which 
the wreck was again looted, Vietnamese 
authorities agreed on a joint-venture 
excavation involving the Vietnamese Ministry 
of Culture, the provincial government and 
Visal. This model of collaboration, based 
on a partnership between archaeologists 
and commercial excavation companies, is 
common in Southeast Asia. While Visal could 
provide a supply boat and professional divers 
experienced in artefact recovery, it had limited 
experience documenting structural remains. 
Visal invited Michael Flecker, the Australian 
director of Singapore-based shipwreck 
survey and excavation company Maritime 
Explorations, to provide archaeological 
advice, financial support and other project 
management services (Flecker 2004). 
Maritime Explorations’ involvement was 
funded by two Australian backers with 
personal interests in shipwrecks and 
underwater exploration. One was permitted 
to dive the Binh Thuan during its excavation, 
which yielded thousands of objects. The 
provincial government retained all unique 
artefacts and four representative sets, to be held 
at a dedicated museum in Binh Thuan province 
for research and display. The remaining multi-
duplicate ceramics were auctioned by Christie’s 
in Melbourne in 2004, with most of the proceeds 
earmarked for the new museum. 
 
There was considerable interest in the 
auction, which raised AUD2million. Both 
of the private Australian investors made 
purchases, and the National Museum of 
Australia owns at least one piece. The auction 
was preceded by a public seminar, ‘The Binh 
Thuan Shipwreck and Southeast Asian Trade 
Ceramics’, organised by NGV International, 
TAASA and the Monash Asia Institute at 
Monash University. Michael Flecker and 
renowned ceramics expert Roxanna Brown 
spoke at this seminar.
These events prompted a common refrain 
about maritime archaeology in Southeast Asia: 
that commercial involvement precludes real 
archaeology. This position is premised on the 
principles of the 2001 UNESCO Convention, 
which preferences in situ preservation as a first 
option and bans any commercial exploitation 
as contrary to the principles of maritime 
archaeology, irrespective of the quality of the 
research.
But were these expectations reasonable? In the 
absence at that time of a dedicated maritime 
archaeology department, Vietnam’s capacity 
to protect its underwater cultural heritage 
was even more limited than currently. The 
F
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BINH THUAN EXCAVATION, 2002. CHINESE JUNK OF C.1608. BASE OF THE WOODEN FOREMAST, STEPPED BETWEEN TABERNACLE PARTNERS IS 
SHOWN SURROUNDED BY STACKS OF BLUE-AND-WHITE AND OVERGLAZE ENAMEL ZHANGZHOU WARE. PHOTO COURTESY: MICHAEL FLECKER
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INSTITUTE OF ARCHAEOLOGY STAFF DISCUSSING AN EXCAVATION AT DONG MA NGUA AS PART OF THE BACH DANG  
RESEARCH PROJECT, 2010. PHOTO: MARK STANIFORTH COURTESY OF THE VIETNAM MARITIME ARCHAEOLOGY PROJECT
Binh Thuan was clearly at risk of damage. 
In Southeast Asia, writes Flecker, where 
many shipwrecks face the threat of looting 
or accidental destruction by fishing trawlers: 
‘…the priority must be to document those sites 
and the artefacts recovered from them before 
too much information is lost…if commercial 
transactions are banned outright, the finders 
will be driven underground, and there will 
be no hope of archaeological intervention’ 
(Flecker 2002).
The Binh Thuan approach was a practical 
solution to an impossible problem. Maritime 
Explorations also submitted an excavation 
report to the government that included 
information about the ship’s construction 
and origin. It is, therefore, deeply regrettable 
that the commitment to construct a dedicated 
museum was not followed through, leaving 
those involved exposed, and reinforcing many 
of the concerns held by sceptics of commercial 
excavation (Staniforth 2012).
The Vietnam Maritime Archaeology Project 
(VMAP)
More recent examples of Australian-Vietnamese 
collaboration in maritime archaeology are 
also centred on international collaborative 
engagement, but face ongoing challenges of 
funding and sustainability as noted by Mark 
Staniforth, Adjunct Professor at Flinders 
University and a leading member of the Vietnam 
Maritime Archaeology Project (VMAP). 
VMAP itself faces financial challenges, as 
it has no regular source of funding but is 
reliant on ad hoc sources such as grants. 
More recently, VMAP has used ‘participant 
funding’, where participants pay for their 
own travel and fees. VMAP’s strongest 
support has come from donations from 
benefactors, usually multi-year and untied, 
thus giving VMAP more autonomy about 
where to target activities. Notwithstanding 
financial challenges, the commitment and 
professionalism of Staniforth and his fellow 
VMAP researchers – who hail from not only 
Australia but also Japan, Canada and America 
– have played a significant role in raising the 
profile of maritime archaeology, beyond just 
shipwrecks, in Vietnam. 
Staniforth’s involvement began in 2008, when 
he undertook preliminary research at the 
Bach Ðang River area in northern Vietnam, 
site of a 13th century naval battlefield. Here, 
local Đai Viet used deceptive tactics to defeat 
Emperor Kublai Khan’s invading Mongol 
fleet, trapping them by using hundreds of 
sharpened wooden stakes driven into the 
river-bed (Kimura et al. 2014). Staniforth was 
joined by researchers from the Asia Research 
Centre at Murdoch University, the IA and the 
Institute of Nautical Archaeology at Texas 
A&M University. 
This research developed into a formal 
partnership with the IA, and expanded to 
include a related naval battle at the port 
of Van Don. Part of VMAP’s success can be 
attributed to its interdisciplinary team, which 
includes, for example, an Australian specialist 
in memory studies, who has used oral 
histories to trace the legacy of these battles 
in contemporary Vietnamese communities 
(O’Toole 2014).
VMAP has now conducted 11 seasons of 
research and fieldwork in Vietnam, including 
on-site training of local personnel. They 
have provided Nautical Archaeology Society 
training to local students, archaeologists and 
museum and government staff and last year, 
the IA ran its first regional capacity building 
program. Aimed at budding maritime 
archaeologists, the Vietnam Underwater 
Archaeology Training program was 
developed by VMAP. Australia provided no 
funding, but was represented amongst both 
the trainers, whose attendance was supported 
by VMAP, and the students, who contributed 
a participation fee. 
Vietnam continues to face a general lack of 
resources and equipment, limiting the new 
Centre of Underwater Archaeology’s capacity 
to conduct maritime archaeology projects 
without the direct involvement of VMAP. 
The sustainability of VMAP is also in question 
due to the precariousness of its own financial 
situation. Australian support has been largely 
driven by the commitment of individuals such 
as Staniforth, who have brought with them 
some institutional backing. Even though most 
of the major Australian funding sources have 
been exhausted, Staniforth remains optimistic 
about VMAP’s viability (Staniforth 2014).
 
Despite these challenges, the ongoing work 
of the VMAP, coupled with the establishment 
of a dedicated Centre, have begun the process 
of transforming maritime archaeology in 
Vietnam. With the support of international 
partners including Australia, Vietnam has 
now taken some important steps towards 
protecting and preserving its underwater and 
maritime cultural heritage. 
Natali Pearson is a PhD candidate at the University of 
Sydney in the Museum and Heritage Studies program. 
Her research focuses on the ethics of underwater 
cultural heritage in Indonesia. 
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